
Supplementary material 1 - Stimuli and questions for the online behavioral experiment 

The section headings (grey background) and the variable labels (in italics) were not displayed to participants. All materials are 

translated from Italian. 

SX = Symptomatic status; PPV = Positive predictive value; NPV = Negative predictive value; NNPV = Double negative result 

predictive value. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

(Common to all participants.) 

As you certainly know, in recent weeks, Italy has been facing a major health emergency related to the COVID-19 pandemic.  

The most frequently used test for the detection of SARS-CoV-2, the infection that causes COVID-19, is based on the use of a 

naso/oropharyngeal swab: a sterile swab is inserted deep inside the tested person’s nose and/or throat to collect a mucus 

sample that is then analyzed in specialized laboratories. If the analysis detects the presence of the virus, the test result is 

“positive”, while if the analysis does not detect the presence of the virus, the test result is “negative”. The test is quite accurate, 

but, as with all medical tests, can produce a number of errors.  

In what follows, you will be asked some questions about your perception of the accuracy and implications of this test. Please 

don't search for the correct answers on the web but respond based on what you already know about this test. 

PART 1 

Twelve experimental scenarios  

(= 4 symptomatic statuses (SX) x 3 geographical locations (“Italy” corresponds to the generic location, “Bergamo” to the high-

risk location, and “Sassari” to the low-risk location. Each participant was presented with only one scenario.) 

Unspecified SX  Imagine a person who lives in [Italy/Bergamo/Sassari]. 

Absent SX Imagine a person who lives in [Italy/Bergamo/Sassari] and who, at the moment, does NOT show any 

symptoms compatible with the SARS-CoV-2 infection that causes COVID-19 (the person does not have a 

temperature higher than 37.5°C, no cough or respiratory difficulties). 

Mild SX Imagine a person who lives in [Italy/Bergamo/Sassari] and who, at the moment, is showing some 

symptoms compatible with the SARS-CoV-2 infection that causes COVID-19 (the person has a 

temperature higher than 37.5°C and/or mild cough but does not have breathing difficulties). 

Severe SX Imagine a person who lives in [Italy/Bergamo/Sassari] and who, at the moment, is showing several 

symptoms compatible with the SARS-CoV-2 infection that causes COVID-19 (the person has a 

temperature higher than 37.5°C, severe cough, and breathing difficulties). 

Test questions  

(The experimental scenario was repeated before each of the questions below in order to make it clear that these questions were 

independent of each other and there was no accumulation of evidence. Questions were common to all participants and their 

order was the same for all participants.) 

Prevalence 

In your opinion, what is the probability (in %) that this person  

has the SARS-CoV-2 infection? _____ 
(Insert a value from 0 = “impossible” to 100 = “certain”) 

does NOT have the SARS-CoV-2 infection? _____ 
(Insert a value from 0 = “impossible” to 100 = “certain”) 

(The sum of your responses has to equal 100) 

PPV 

This person is randomly screened for the SARS-CoV-2 infection and undergoes the swab test. 

The swab test result is positive. 

In your opinion, given that the swab test result is positive, what is the probability (in %) that she 

has the SARS-CoV-2 infection? _____ 
(Insert a value from 0 = “impossible” to 100 = “certain”) 

does NOT have the SARS-CoV-2 infection? _____ 
(Insert a value from 0 = “impossible” to 100 = “certain”) 

(The sum of your responses has to equal 100) 

NPV 

This person is randomly screened for the SARS-CoV-2 infection and undergoes the swab test. 

The swab test result is negative. 

In your opinion, given that the swab test result is negative, what is the probability (in %) that she 

has the SARS-CoV-2 infection? _____ 
(Insert a value from 0 = “impossible” to 100 = “certain”) 

does NOT have the SARS-CoV-2 infection? _____ 
(Insert a value from 0 = “impossible” to 100 = “certain”) 

(The sum of your responses has to equal 100) 
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NNPV 

This person is randomly screened for the SARS-CoV-2 infection and undergoes the swab test twice (at a 24-hour interval).  

In both cases, the swab test result is negative. 

In your opinion, given that both the swab test results are negative, what is the probability (in %) that she 

has the SARS-CoV-2 infection? _____ 
(Insert a value from 0 = “impossible” to 100 = “certain”) 

does NOT have the SARS-CoV-2 infection? _____ 
(Insert a value from 0 = “impossible” to 100 = “certain”) 

(The sum of your responses has to equal 100) 

Sensitivity 

This person has the SARS-CoV-2 infection. 

This person is randomly screened for the SARS-CoV-2 infection and undergoes the swab test. 

In your opinion, given that she has the SARS-CoV-2 infection,  

what is the probability (in %) that her swab test is  

positive? _____ 
(Insert a value from 0 = “impossible” to 100 = “certain”) 

negative? _____ 

(Insert a value from 0 = “impossible” to 100 = “certain”) 

(The sum of your responses has to equal 100) 

Specificity 

This person does NOT have the SARS-CoV-2 infection. 

This person is randomly screened for the SARS-CoV-2 infection and undergoes the swab test. 

In your opinion, given that she does NOT have the SARS-CoV-2 infection,  

what is the probability (in %) that her swab test is  

positive? _____ 
(Insert a value from 0 = “impossible” to 100 = “certain”) 

negative? _____ 
(Insert a value from 0 = “impossible” to 100 = “certain”) 

(The sum of your responses has to equal 100) 

General worry 

In general, how worried are you about the COVID-19 pandemic? _____ 
(Insert a value from 0 = “not worried at all” to 100 = “extremely worried”) 

Individual probability  

In your opinion, how likely is it that, within the next 2 months, you will contract the SARS-CoV-2 infection that causes 

COVID-19? _____ 
(Insert a value from 0 = “impossible” to 100 = “certain”) 

Individual severity 

Imagine contracting, within the next 2 months, the SARS-CoV-2 infection that causes COVID-19. How severe would you 

consider it? _____ 
(Insert a value from 0 = “not severe at all” to 100 = “extremely severe”) 

PART 2 

Test questions 

(Common to all participants. The order of the questions was randomized across participants.)  

Informativeness of a positive result 

Imagine that a person who does NOT show any symptoms compatible with COVID-19 undergoes a swab test during a 

screening for the SARS-CoV-2 infection that causes COVID-19.  

The swab test result is positive. 

 To what extent, in your opinion, does this result provide this person with information useful in changing her 

behaviour (compared to that currently in place)? _____ 
(Insert a value from 0 = “not informative at all” to 100 = “extremely informative”) 

 To what extent, in your opinion, would it be useful to repeat the swab test on this person again in 1-2 days? _____ 
(Insert a value from 0 = “not useful at all” to 100 = “extremely useful”) 

Informativeness of a negative result 

Same as above except for the sentence “The swab test result is negative” 
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PART 3 

Test questions 

(Common to all participants. The order of the questions and of the response options were randomized across participants.) 

Explanation of false positives 

Imagine that a person who does NOT have the SARS-CoV-2 infection undergoes the swab test. A health care professional 

collects the sample and brings it to the laboratory, where the sample is analyzed. The result of the swab test is positive.  

The causes of this testing error (which is technically called a “false positive”) can vary, and below you will find some 

listed. Rank these possible causes from the one that you consider the most probable (“1”) to the one you that consider the 

least probable (“3”): 

 ___  human error during the sample collection, transport or analysis (such as insufficient material, improperly stored 

material, and/or cross-contaminated material); 

 ___ technical characteristics of the test, i.e. the specific methods used to analyze the sample and the criteria adopted 

to interpret the results of these analyses; 

 ___ level of the viral load, i.e. the amount of virus in the tested person’s nose and/or pharynx at the time of the sample 

collection. 

Explanation of false negatives 

Same as above except for the sentences “Imagine that a person who has the SARS-CoV-2 infection”, “The swab test result 

is negative”, and “The causes of this testing error (which is called a “false negative”) …” 

PART 4 

Demographic information  

(Obtained from Prolific.ac) 

Questions concerning participant’s experience with the swab test and COVID-19 

(Common to all participants. The order of the questions was the same for all participants.) 

Underwent swab test 

Have you undergone the swab test for SARS-COV-2? Y/N 

Friend/relative/colleague underwent swab test 

Has someone in your circle (i.e., relatives, friends, colleagues) undergone the swab test for SARS-COV-19? Y/N 

Friend/relative/colleague had COVID-19 

Has anyone in your circle (i.e., relatives, friends, colleagues) been diagnosed with COVID-19? Y/N 
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